The decision of eligible households to participate in the food stamp program is analyzed utilizing the 1986 Panel Study of Income Dynamics. Less than onehalf of the sample of eligible households receive food stamps in 1986. The results of a multinomial logit model suggest that participation is related negatively to the age and educational level of the household head and positively to the benefit level. Participation is lower for single men and households residing in the West and higher for people with disabilities and households receiving some form of public transfer income. Problems regarding information about food stamps and personal attitudes toward food stamp use have the greatest impact on the decision to participate.
Introduction
Hunger remains an issue of public concern in the United States. One recent study estimated that 4 million children (under the age of 12) in the United States "go to bed hungry or skip meals" at least part of the time, and an additional 9.6 million children are at risk of hunger ("Hungry Children Are Focus of Study," 1995). Such reports persist despite the fact that there are a number of food assistance programs available to low-income households. The largest such program is the food stamp program, which in 1993 reached an average of 27 million recipients per month (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1994, pg. 385) . Despite this large number of recipients, reports of hunger raise the issue of whether the food stamp program is reaching all intended beneficiaries.
Several studies have addressed the question of: (a) whether eligible households actually receive food stamp benefits, and (b) reasons for nonparticipation (e.g., Blaylock & Smallwood, 1984; Capps & Kramer, 1985; Coe, 1983; Epperson, Huang, Fletcher, & Scearce, 1980; Lane, Kushman, & Ranney, 1983; MacDonald, 1977) . Most have attempted to identify household, demographic, and economic characteristics that distinguish participants from eligible nonparticipants. The results of individual studies differ in detail, but some general conclusions can be drawn. The probability of participation has been found to be related negatively to the educational level of the household head (Capps & Kramer, 1985; Coe, 1983; Lane, Kushman, & Ranney, 1983) , and for eligible households headed by someone with a significant attachment to the labor force (Capps & Kramer, 1985; Coe, 1983; Epperson, Huang, Fletcher, & Scearce, 1980; Lane, Kushman, & Ranney, 1983) . Participation is higher for households headed by non-Whites (Capps & Kramer, 1985; Lane, Kushman, & Ranney, 1983) and those receiving other forms of public assistance (Capps & Kramer, 1985; Coe, 1983; Lane, Kushman, & Ranney, 1983) and lower for homeowners (Capps & Kramer, 1985; Lane, Kushman, & Ranney, 1983) . Participation also is related negatively to the level of household income (Coe, 1983; Epperson, Huang, Fletcher, & Scearce, 1980; Lane, Kushman, & Ranney, 1983) and positively related to family size (Capps & Kramer, 1985; Coe, 1983; Epperson, Huang, Fletcher, & Scearce, 1980; Lane, Kushman, & Ranney, 1983) .
These studies have identified household characteristics which are statistically significant in distinguishing participants from eligible nonparticipants. However, the reasons underlying statistical significance have been left largely to conjecture. Why is it, for example, that eligible households which receive other forms of public assistance are more likely to participate in the food stamp program, ceteris paribusl
